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PORTRAIT OF MISS G., NEW YORK 
By Nicholas R. Brewer 



A Successful Painter and the 
Secret of His Art 



By EVELYN MARIE STUART 



OF all the classes of professional and 
business men it is given to but four, 
the lawyer, the doctor, the priest and the 
portrait painter, to know human nature both 
widely and well. Of these perhaps the por- 
trait painter is far from least for, to the first 
three, people go chiefly with their troubles, 
or to escape the payment for indiscretion or 
the punishment of sin. The portrait painter, 
however, catches us in the midst of life and 
its pleasures as well as its woes. We make to 
him neither confidence nor confession ; he asks 
no questions, requires no documents save only 
the lines and shadows, dimples, angles and 
curves of our physiognomies; yet must he 
know all about us for it is to him we look 
to tell our story to the world for all time 
to come. He must not only understand but 
must sympathize (for the best self is the real 
self, after all) that he may show us as we 
know ourselves and are known to one who 
sees and cares. 



Of this, and that the life of a successful por- 
trait painter is also well interwoven with the 
history of his times we are again reminded iif 
the careers of living artists, no less than the 
masters of the past. Take, for instance, the 
life works of such a man as Nicholas R. 
Brewer, whose recent exhibition at the An- 
derson Galleries has attracted so much atten- 
tion the few weeks past, and consider how his 
art has been the means of bringing him into 
close acquaintance with interesting and famous 
people. 

As a very young man he painted Henry 
Ward Beecher and others of his day. Through 
his art Joseph JefTerson in his classic charac- 
terization of Rip Van Winkle lives to the 
world visually as well as in stage tradition. 
Jefferson indeed declared Mr. Brewer to be 
the master of character portraiture. An emi- 
nent critic wrote of Mr. Brewer's portrait of 
Jefferson : "Note the animated eye, the firm 
set mouth, the flesh that lives and pulsates — 
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THE LATE C. MYLES COLLIER 
BiJ Nicholas R. Brewer 



in a word, the whole countenance of the great 
actor; and all done with a freedom and cer- 
tainty and directness of touch that mark a 
complete and perfect art." 

He has painted Margaret Anglin and Ellen 
Beech Yaw; spent summers in famous old 
Newport houses and winters at Palm Beach, 
doing portraits of the smart set ; been selected 
often to perpetuate the personalities of gov- 
ernors in portraiture for the various state 
capitals, among them Governor Sprague, the 
famous war governor of Rhode Island, and 
the late Governors Johnson and Hammond of 
Minnesota, also the recently completed por- 
trait of ex-Governor Francis E. McGovern 
for the state of Wisconsin. Mr. Brewer has 
also found much favor with the church, some 
of its highest dignitaries having sat to him, 
the portrait of Archbishop Ireland being one 
of his masterpieces. 

The exhibition at Anderson's included sev- 
eral of these historic portraits, notably those 
of the late Governor Johnson and of Senator 
Davis, head of the war party under McKin- 
ley, the one man to whom many people at- 
tribute the successful achievement of the 
Spanish-American conflict. The Davis por- 
trait is a wonderfully simple arrangement 
which yet possesses decorative composition, 
just the mere arrangement of a pale, refined 
statesman-like face amid darker-toned sur- 
roundings. There is an old-master quality 
about it that is indeed quite unmistakable, and 
a something faintly suggestive of Bismarck — 
perhaps the character of a war chancellor. 

This exhibition also included Mr. Brewer's 
latest work of monumental character : the por- 
trait of Archbishop Mundelein in the purple 
and scarlet dignity of the splendid robes of 
his high office. The color in this picture is 
naturally rich and beautiful but it is the mas- 
terly modeling of the head which has aroused 
the enthusiasm of fellow artists. The schol- 
arly and diplomatic countenance of the noted 
prelate are full of character and compelling 
interest and the entire work is successful in 
every capacity as picture and as portrait. 

A favorite of the late James William Pat- 
tison was the portrait of Alexis Jean Fournier 
also exhibited at Anderson's. Concerning this 
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the great critic, some years ago, remarked : 
"Of his portraits only one reproduced the face 
of one of my intimate friends — the artist, 
Alexis Fournier. I could shake hands with 
that figure on the canvas and cry out, 'Hello, 
Fournier.' It is the very truth and it is dis- 
tinctly characterful." 

Two small heads were also much admired 
by brothers of the brush, namely, "The 
Smoker," and the portrait of the late Mr. C. 
Myles Collier, the marine painter, wty'ch we 
herewith reproduce. This latter Mr. Brewer 
himself regards as his masterpiece. It is small 
and unobtrusive but of unmistakable quality, 
well modeled and poetic. 

Some gracious and dignified portraits of 
women, among them that of Mrs. George M. 
Reynolds, added charm and variety to the col- 
lection and a painting of the artist's little 
grandson bespoke his sympathy and skill in 
interpreting childhood. We illustrate here- 
with another study of this interesting little 
fellow which exhibits a phase of portrait art 
much in vogue of late, that of presenting peo- 
ple in their own home surroundings. Here 
are mother and child just as the family sees 
them, a delightful and unstudied group and a 
very pretty and pleasing picture. The profile 
study of the same young woman, also here- 
with illustrated is delightful in its massing of 
light and shade and abounding in the idealistic 
and poetic qualities. 

The portrait of Dr. Leroy Brown, which 
was awarded the second prize at the 19 12 
exhibition of the [Minnesota State Art Com- 
mission, was also on view at Anderson's and 
proved to be a splendid example of fine draw- 
ing and direct painting, coming, as it did. in 
a single sitting. 

To Nicholas R. Brewer indeed has long been 
accredited the power of finding likenesses 
with ease, facilitv and unfailing accuracy. 
The late James William Pattison, writing in 
these columns, commented upon and explained 
this ability in these words : 

"Brewer has the instinctive ability to secure 
a likeness of people whose faces he drew. 
'Instinctive,' I say, because there are two sorts 
of portrait painters ; the one who has learned 
to draw correctlv bv hard studv, the other 




MRS. F. M. HALL 
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who catches the expression without knowing 
how he does it. A correct drawing will look 
like that which one draws, as the pohtograph 
looks natural because it is accurate. But the 
drawing which may be in many respects in- 
correct, but which comes of that inexplicable 
talent which some people have for catching 
the essentials of an expression, this is worth 
much more than the coldly correct photo- 
graphs or painfully accurate drawing, because 
it has the breath of life, the character of the 
person. * * * 

"His portraits are never rendered in the 
style of this or that great painter, but in his 
own manner. His is a eood manner. Freelv 
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handled, solidly modeled and well colored 
heads abound in his expositions. Perhaps 
there are some artists who astonish the world 
with magnificent sweep of line or virtuosity 
of color combinations, a splendid reproduction 
of the glories of fashionable garments, or 
wonderful interiors; perhaps Brewer is not 
one of these, but he is an honest, straightfor- 
ward painter who convinces us of the veracity 
of his point of view and of his faithfulness 
to his subject. He is not slow. The sitter is 
not bored by numberless posings to the end 
of patience. Many of his solid heads came 
at one sitting and that not a long one. This 
is one of the most important features in a 
successful portrait painter's method. He must 
not grind down the nerves of his subject." 

Throughout the entire exhibition, under re- 
view one felt a certain presence of mastery, 
a sureness of touch and an orderliness of 
mind that inspired confidence. "O r d e r is 
Heaven's first law'' and not the least of the 
canons of art. To think and feel, to express 
his ideas and sentiments in a well-ordered and 
beautiful manner is a great gift with the artist 
and it is the logic and sequence of his thought 
processes which give continuity of interest 
and of accuracy to his work. These and deft- 
ness, the celerity that makes for spontaneity 
all depend upon well-balanced thought and 
observation from the very inception of the 
artistic concept. 

In the portrait painter these qualities are 
of paramount importance for upon them de- 
pends the painter's power to fix those fleeting 
and subtle effects of facial light and shadow, 
line and hue, that determine characteristic 
likeness. 

To one who has sat for a portrait to this 
master and witnessed the miracle of a fin- 
ished canvas in practically one day's work, 
there is, however, an explanation for the in- 
stinctive ability of this man to secure that 
evanescent thing we designate as likeness. 
Why can he draw in with charcoal, in less 
than an hour, the outlines of a complete large 
portrait and lay in the color to a finish in a 
succeeding day? Why do his portraits of 
people whom we know seem almost breath- 
ingly alive and those of strangers convince 
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By Nicholas R. Brewer 



us that they are real personalities? Training, 
experience and native gifts, these all, in a 
measure, account for the phenomenon, how- 
ever they do not touch its deeper psychology. 

Nicholas Brewer is, essentially, a man of 
orderly thought and life. He reduces all 
things to their simplest and broadest princi- 
ples and thus is enabled to see accurately with- 
out the distraction of nonessential details. He 
is calm of eye, of mind, and of soul with all 
the precious and tranquil observation of a 
philosopher who has sought out fundamental 
truths and built his life and his art about 
them. 

The orderly beauties of rectitude and the 
best ideas of normal adjustment to the con- 
ditions of life appeal to him and the vast, im- 
perturbable beauty of a deep and unfaltering 
religious faith sustains his spirit and stabil- 
izes his process of thought. In his life convic- 
tion eliminates the confusion and loss of time 
involved by doubt and in his art accuracy 
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renders experiment unnecessary. His is the 
positive mind and the positive vision of one 
who seeks to live and work constructively 
and this it is which steadies his hand and in- 
spired its sk'll. Of such mind are all great 
builders who seek ever for a plan of construc- 
tion and all great generals who usually prefer 
an aggressive campaign because they are thus 
fighting on their own plans. Artists are, after 
all, men of action and, like all the rest of their 
kind, they may not stop for tedious analysis 
or speculation. To do so may be to miss the 
aesthetic moment which, for them, is the 
psychological moment as well. They must 
have knowledge, faith; vision and a great en- 
thusiasm to go to the heart of things and 
present them anew to their fellows in works 
of art. And these gifts Mr. Brewer possesses 
abundantly. 

His enthusiasm, indeed, is boundless, and 
absorbing, for he works with the zeal and 



zest of one who cannot put away his sword 
until the battle is won. This enables him to 
achieve the complete expression of a mood 
before it shall have passed which is of the 
utmost artistic importance. The succinct ex- 
pression of poetic mood is truly more essen- 
tial than a detailed description of facts, even 
though, in a big way, the artist must be true 
in his characterizations. 

This exhibition called to mind the words 
of a famous New York critic on the occasion 
of Mr. Brewer's exhibition of society por- 
traits at the Salmagundi Club: 

"Only years of conscientious study could 
enable one to say so much with so little ef- 
fort/ 1 

Although the fame of Nicholas Brewer 
could rest safely on his portraits alone he is, 
nevertheless, a gifted landscape painter as 
well. His work, in landscape, has always re- 
ceived discriminating recognition in the art 
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centers of the country and he has taken fre- 
quent honors, his last achievement having 
been the capture of the first award in the pop- 
ular voting contest at the St. Paul Institute's 
first annual exhibition of works by northwest- 
ern artists. 

"Hills of the Little Iowa," herewith illus- 
trated, is a wide and interesting landscape pre- 
sented in a big way. The out-cropping ledges 
of rock upon the hills are fascinating, recall- 
ing to one's mind the antiquity of such forma- 
tions. The trees and streams compose an en- 
livening middle distance and foreground and 
the entire scene is wrapped in a luminous and 
poetic atmosphere and presented in agreeable 
color not too high in key. 

Another large panoramic landscape is not- 
able for a certain breeziness and a sky of 
floating clouds haloed in light. It is an in- 
spiring and uplifting work w h i c h arouses 
one's reverence for nature and art. Some of 
his smaller landscapes strike a beautiful bal- 



ance between old and new schools having all 
the best color qualities of the modern without 
any of its occasional affectations and much of 
the fine construction and arrangement of a 
day when form was better appreciated. 

He avoids the too loose style and uncertainty 
as to values which are sometimes apparent in 
the modernist. Fact he uses as a theme, just 
as Schubert chose the buzz and h u m of 
wings for the theme of his wonderful com- 
position, "The Bee." Like the composer, 
however, without whom absolute reproduction 
of the humming of the bee would have been 
more in the nature of ventriloquism than 
music, he realizes that while all art is founded 
upon nature, it is yet nature plus man, or 
man's interpretation of nature. Art must ar- 
range and compose about a theme something 
of ideal beauty, and there is all the difference 
between a real picture and a photographic re- 
production of absolute fact that there is be- 
tween music and noise. 
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These theories Mr. Brewer has not only 
practiced himself but passed on to the two of 
his six sons whom he has given to art. Ed- 
ward V. and Adrian Brewer are following in 
the father's footsteps, the latter to the extent 
of being a recent prize winner at the Minne- 
apolis Art Institute. 

Nicholas Richard Brewer was born in Olm- 
stead Country, Minnesota, in 1857, and was a 
pupil of the National Academy of Design, 
Charles Noel Flagg and D. W. Tryon, New 
York. He is a member of the Salmagundi 
Club, New York; Fine Arts Club, Washing- 
ton, D. C. ; active member American Federa- 
tion of Arts, Washington, D. C. He was 
awarded second prize by the Minnesota State 
Art Commission, 1912, and the competitive 
purchase prize of Northwestern Artists' Ex- 
hibition, 191 5. He is represented by a por- 
trait in Rhode Island State Capitol purchased 
by special legislative appropriation, 1899; in 



the permanent collection of the Salmagundi 
Club ; by two portraits purchased by the State 
of Minnesota, now in the State Capitol, St. 
Paul ; also by portraits in the State Capitols, 
Augusta, Maine; Des Moines, Iowa; Pierre, 
South Dakota ; Jefferson City, Missouri ; Bis- 
marck North Dakota, and in the private col- 
lection of Mrs. Frederick Neilson of New 
York and Newport; Mrs. Reginald Vander- 
bilt, Newport ; the late Joseph Jefferson, New 
York; Mrs. C. M. Oelrichs, Newport; the 
late Governor Wm. Sprague, Narrangset 
Pier, Rhode Island ; Cardinal Farley, New 
York; Archbishop Mundelein, Chicago; The 
Institute of Art and Sciences, St. Paul; the 
T. B. Walker Collection, Minneapolis, Min- 
nesota, and many others. He was elected to 
the Chicago Society of Artists in 1891 ; the so- 
ciety was later disbanded and in reorganizing 
excluded all non-resident members, but for 
this Chicago might claim Mr. Brewer for her 
own. 




GOLD SEAL WITH WASHINGTON'S 
CO AT -OF -ARMS 

Cut in cornelian and mounted in gold. Given by 
General Washington to his brother, Colonel John 
Augustine Washington, the great-great-great-grand- 
father of the present owner. The photographs shoio 
the actual size of the seal. 



